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UM SEISMOLOGIST LISTENING TO MOUNT ST. HELENS
By Megan McNamer
University Relations
University of Montana
MISSOULA—
Tony Quamar was interested in Mount St. Helens before it ever made
headlines.

Beginning in 1979, he and several other University of Montana

professors from the geology department were taking night-time pictures of
St. Helens and other volcanoes in the Northwest.

The infrared photos showed

where there were hot spots on the flanks of some of the mountains, caused by
molten rock somewhere beneath the surface.

No hot spots were yet to be seen

on pictures of Mount St. Helens.
When the mountain began rumbling in earnest in March of 1980, the UM team
recorded the tremors with portable seismographs.

By the time it blew on May

18, many of the tremors were so big they "went off the scale" at the nearby
University of Washington labs and were picked up at the University of Montana
earthquake lab up Pattee Canyon near Missoula.

That provided a good set of

data that is still being pondered.
With the aid of a $75,000 National Science Foundation grant, Quamar, a
UM seismologist and associate professor, will attempt to learn more about
volcanic action by studying the earthquakes under Mount St. Helens from the labs
at UW.

Through a cooperative agreement with that institution, he will use the

equipment there to try to understand the several different kinds of earthquakes
involved in volcanic eruptions and their causes.
(over)

UM Seismologist Listening-- add one

Seismology and volcanology are separate enough fields to warrant their
own names, but the two areas of study can intersect.

Right now, the United

States Geological Survey (USGS) and the UW are joining forces to monitor
Mount St. Helens.

The USGS does the actual surveying -- measuring the dome's

swelling and tilting caused by the upsurge of molten rock.

The UW records

the seismic activity -- the sound waves sent traveling through rock by an
earthquake or volcanic tremor.

When both crews' data show an increase, they

issue an alert.
Quamar, who grew up in the earthquake-prone San Francisco Bay area, seeks
to determine ways in which the earthquakes are related to the molten rock and
gas that characterize a volcano.
"Before May 18, 1980, there were thousands of earthquakes under Mount St.
Helens,

said Quamar.

"If

the depth of earthquakes under volcanoes can be

determined, we may be able to pinpoint the position of molten rock and gas as
it rises to the surface."
Like Mount St. Helens, other mountains in the Northwest area are very young
and so equally likely to erupt, according to Quamar.

Some of the bigger ones,

such as Mount Rainier and Mount Shasta, have a tremendous
could cause huge mud flows.

amount of snow which

But with increased monitoring and new information

future eruptions will likely have early warnings.
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